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This week instead of sharing a devar torah in the usual format I thought I would translate a 
small section of a Chassidic commentary that has to my knowledge never been fully translated.  
I have selected a piece from the Noam Elimelech, of Reb Elimelech of Lizhensk (1717-1787).  
The Noam Elimelech is a very difficult Chassidic work and probably for this reason it has never 
been translated.   
 
This piece of the Noam Elimelech demonstrates the genius of Reb Elimelech in interpreting the 
text of the chumash.  He argues that every word that Yaakov utters needs to be understood 
with a double meaning – as a message to Esav and also as a prayer before Hashem. 
 
For our own lives we can learn from this a valuable lesson about our own conversations.  In all 
of our conversations—even simple conversations with our friends—our words should be 
selected carefully.  We should recognize that every conversation can also be an opportunity for 
prayer before Hashem.  When we talk to our friends we can also be praying for their success 
before Hashem. Additionally, all of our words should as much as possible be crafted in a an 
uplifting manner in order to spread blessings and positive energy. 
 
 
Below is my translation: 
 
Noam Elimelech, Vayishlach 
 
The verse states, vayishlach Yaakov malachim, and Yaakov sent malachim (32:4).  Rashi explains 
that the word malachim means Yaakov sent actual angels [as opposed to human messengers].   
 
“And he instructed them as follows, “Thus shall you say, ‘To my lord, to Esav (La-doni le-Esav).  
Thus says your servant Jacob: I stayed with Laban (im lavan garti) and remained until now” 
(32:5). 
 
Im lavan garti: Rashi explains that this means, “I did not become a prince or a distinguished 
person.  Another explanation: Garti means that I guarded the 613 (taryag) commandments.  
(Taryag is the gematria of 613 and taryag is a play on the word garti.) 
 
“‘I have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and I send this message to 
my lord in the hope of gaining your favor’” (32:6). 
 
Rashi explains: AND I HAVE OXEN AND DONKEYS — Our father promised me, (27:28) “[God will 
give thee] of the dew of heaven and of the fat places of the earth” — these are neither of the 
heaven nor of the earth.” 
 



In the midrash tanchuma it states (vayishach alef):  An ox refers to Joseph, as it states (in 
reference to Joseph): Like a firstling bull in his majesty, He has horns like the horns of the wild-
ox (Devarim, 32:17).  And a donkey refers to the Mashiach son of David, as it states (Zecharia 
9:9):  
“Lo, your king is coming to you. 
He is victorious, triumphant, 
Yet humble, riding on an ass, 
On a donkey foaled by a she-ass.” 
 
“…and I send this message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favor.” 
 
The subtle points and questions here are numerous. 
 

1) Rashi said that Yaakov sent actual angels.  We need to understand why indeed Yaakov 
sent actual angels to Esav when it would have been sufficient for him to send human 
beings and tell them exactly what to say to Esav (like he in fact did with these angels). 
There was no reason for him to disturb angels for this task. 

2) “Thus you shall say to my lord, Esav.”  Why did Yaakov have to speak this way—to say, ,y 
lord-- in his home to the angels.  It would make sense for the angels to address Esav as 
“my lord,” in a similar manner to the way that said, “so says your servant Yaakov.” But in 
speaking with Esav in his own home, why does the Torah say that he referred to Esav as 
my lord? 

3) “To Esav,” the lamed before the letter Esav has no meaning here and is out of place.  It 
should have said, “to my lord, Esav,” (instead of “to my lord, to Esav.”) 

4)  Im lavan garti: Rashi says in “another explanation: Garti means that I guarded the 613 
(taryag) commandments.”  If that is the case (that Yaakov indeed guarded the 613 
commandments) then why is he sending this message to Esav in “order to find favor in 
your eyes”?  Will he really find favor in Esav’s eyes because he guarded the 613 
commandments.  Just the opposite!  He will anger Esav as a result of this statement for 
he is glorifying himself that he guarded the 613 commandments and he making the 
point that he is not afraid of Esav at all.  According to Rashi’s first explanation it makes 
sense that Yaakov says he did “not become a prince or a distinguished person,”as those 
are words of humility and as a result of them hopefully he will find favor in Esav’s eyes.  
But this other explanation (saying that Yaakov guarded the 613 commandments) does 
not dovetail with the phrase “in order to find favor in your eyes.”  Also it is difficult 
according to the midrash that explains that “ox” refers to Joseph.  This interpretation 
doesn’t flow with the phrase “in order to find favor in your eyes,” as according to this 
midrash these words are also a warning to Esav that Yaakov has no fear. 

 
The matter is as follows: It is the way of the tzaddik when he speaks with people to be 
careful and precise with his words in order make certain that his words will be understood 
in the first manner in their literal sense by the person with whom he is speaking.   
But in a second sense, the main point of the tzaddik’s words are that they are also a prayer 
and request before Hashem.   



 
The intent with this is that the tzaddik hides the words of his prayer within the words of his 
otherwise innocuous conversation with a person.  The tzaddik does not offer the words of 
the prayer explicitly so the prosecuting angel will not understand the intent of his words 
which are really a prayer.  The prosecuting angel does not realize the tzaddik is praying! 
 
This approach now makes everything in the passage clear. 
 
The reason why Yaakov sent actual angels and not people as his messengers is because 
Yaakov’s intent was that the angels should speak words in this manner.  On the one hand 
they should be words of appeasement to Esav and on the other hand they should offer 
words of prayer and request before Hashem on behalf of Yaakov.  For this reason, it was 
appropriate to send actual angels. For who is the person who is able to be an interceder 
before Hashem like an angel!  Indeed, it states in the midrash (tanchuma yashan vayishlach) 
that these angels were Michael, Gabriel, and Refael, who are always the interceders on 
behalf of the Jewish people. 
 
This is also why Yaakov said to the angels, “Thus you shall say.”  This means that Yaakov was 
saying to the angels this is how you should speak, with this intent you should say all your 
words.   
 
That is the meaning of “to my lord.” This means that your intent of your words should be to 
the Lord of all things and also at the same time words of appeasement to Esav. 
 
This is also the meaning of, “thus says your servant…I lived (garti) with Lavan.  The word 
garti has two entirely opposite meanings.  On the one hand it is a word of prayer before 
Hashem because Yaakov guarded the 613 commandments and in that merit he should be 
saved from Esav.  And it is also to be understood on a literal level as a humbling statement 
before Esav that Yaakov is saying, “I, Yaakov, never became an officer in the land.” 
 
This is the meaning of the “alternative explanation” of Rashi regarding the word taryag.  
You should intend with your words on the one hand to say to Esav that I never became an 
officer and also you should intend to pray to Hashem on my behalf on account of the 613 
commandments that I observed.   
 
This is also the meaning of an “ox and a donkey.”  When it is addressed to Esav it should 
understood on a literal level as in an emphasis that the blessings of Yitzchal were never 
fulfilled through Yaakov, but also the angels should intend with their words that Yaakov 
should be protected in the merit of the righteous tzaddikim, Joseph and David. 
 
“And I am sending you forth to say to my master to find favor in your eyes.”  This phrase 
means that Yaakov was also praying before Hashem at the moment he was speaking to the 
angels.  He was saying that which I am sending you is because my main intent is to say to 
my Master, my Creator, to remind You of my merits and the merits of other tzaddikim and 



to find favor in Your eyes.  And one who remembers the kindness of our ancestors may be 
remembered before Him for mercy and favor!  Amen! 
 

 
 

You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/1lcvJxWHT-M 

https://youtu.be/1lcvJxWHT-M

